A guide to understanding malignant bowel obstruction.
Malignant bowel obstruction (MBO) is a common occurrence in patients with abdominal and pelvic malignancies. MBO is a complex problem that is a result of a cascade of pathophysiological events. For many patients near the end of life, aggressive medical management of this problem is necessary because patients are not candidates for surgery. An assessment and thoughtful examination of options for intervention is important in aligning treatments with patients' goals of care. The palliative care nurse has an important and privileged role in nursing, educating and advocating for patients with MBO. This article reviews the normal and abnormal physiology of the gastrointestinal tract. Advice is provided for the assessment and management of the physical and psychological symptoms of MBO in patients near the end of life.